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CITY OF SANTA BARBARA


COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT

AGENDA DATE:
March 1, 2011
TO:
Mayor and Councilmembers

FROM:
Planning Division, Community Development Department

SUBJECT:
Plan Santa Barbara (PlanSB) General Plan Update

RECOMMENDATION:  That Council:  

A.
Receive a report from staff with input from the Council Ad Hoc Subcommittee; and
B. 
Provide direction to Staff on next steps for future adoption of Plan Santa Barbara.
DISCUSSION:
The Council last discussed PlanSB at their November 23, 2010 meeting, at which time a motion to adopt the General Plan update failed.  The Council subsequently appointed Councilmember White to replace Councilmember Williams on the Ad Hoc Subcommittee and directed the Subcommittee to continue its work.  In the interim, the Subcommittee has met twice, with the focus on residential densities and building size.  The following report summarizes these discussions. The desired outcome from this Council meeting is to provide staff with direction as to what should be the next steps for Plan Santa Barbara.
Average Unit Density Program

The purpose of the Average Unit Density program is threefold: 1. Encourage smaller buildings, 2. Encourage rental and employer housing, and 3. Encourage more affordable market rate units.  By definition, the Average Unit Density program is incentive based, going beyond the existing base density of 12-18 dwelling units per acre (du/ac), and replacing the current Variable Density program that allows 15-27 du/ac.  

The Average Unit Density program would apply to the two proposed multi-family designations, Medium-High (15-25 du/ac) and High (27-45 du/ac).  Additional densities would also be available through an overlay bonus of 50% that would allow up to 67 du/ac for rental or employer housing projects. The location of these proposed densities are found on the draft General Plan map. Prior Subcommittee discussions focused on where these designations and overlays are proposed in the Downtown and adjacent neighborhoods.  The current map reflects the Subcommittee recommendation from the November 19, 2010 meeting (Attachment 1). 

The principal incentive is a sliding scale of higher densities for smaller unit sizes, and therefore smaller buildings (Attachment 2).  A key component of this sliding density scale is unit size flexibility.  Developers have been clear throughout the PlanSB process that unit size flexibility is critical in order for larger units (presumably with more amenities) to help subsidize smaller, more affordable units.

Unit size flexibility is permitted within each respective density along the sliding scale.  For example, once a developer has selected the appropriate density and average unit size within the sliding scale for a particular project, the actual unit sizes can vary up or down so long as the total units “average” the specified size.  Thus, under the Medium High example the lowest density of 15 du/ac allows an average unit size of 1300 sq ft; some of the units could be 1700 sq ft and some could be 900 sq ft, so long as the 15 units, on average do not exceed 1300 sq ft. 

Density, Unit Size & Building Size

There have been three sets of land use density recommendations to date from the Planning Commission, Council Subcommittee, and Community Coalition, all of which were presented at the last Council meeting on November 23, 2010.  These recommendations included densities, unit sizes, and geographic locations.  Since that time, the Subcommittee has directed staff to produce some visual examples, based on both existing buildings and conceptual prototypes.  

On February 17, 2011, the Subcommittee reviewed the eight examples.  Councilmember White felt the examples demonstrated that higher densities could be achieved within an appropriate scale, parking standards are a key component, and that the proposed Medium High density amounts to “down zoning” when reduced building sizes are considered.  Councilmember Hotchkiss felt that two parking spaces are needed, although one space would be adequate for units of 600 sq ft or less.  

Staff is posting these examples on YouPlanSB.org and will present them at the March 1, 2011 meeting.  Below is a brief description of the approach for each set of examples.
Existing Buildings: The purpose of this exercise is to illustrate how many units could fit into a set of existing buildings based on proposed unit sizes and parking assumptions.  The four selected buildings have a variety of uses from all commercial, to all residential, to mixed-use residential/commercial.  The heights of the buildings vary, although most are three stories.  The amount of parking also varies, with two spaces per unit being typical.  This exercise demonstrates that additional units and smaller buildings could be developed if smaller unit sizes are used, and cars are parked at one space per unit.

Prototypes:  The intent of the prototype approach is to actually design what a project could look like under the Average Unit Density program.  The four prototypes are based on typical assumptions, e.g. parking, open space, building heights and lot sizes, being proposed for the various unit sizes and densities.  These assumptions are based on input from the Subcommittee, and particularly the unit sizes, which are larger than those recommended by the Planning Commission.

These prototypical examples try to achieve maximum density, while incorporating a commercial component, in order to convey a reasonable worse case in terms of building size.  Again, the indications from this exercise are very similar to the existing building examples: larger unit sizes produce bigger buildings.  This is particularly evident for both the High Density Rental/Employer prototypes that, despite a one space per unit parking standard, had to be designed with fourth story elements in order to achieve maximum density.  With smaller unit sizes, the same densities could be accommodated in three stories.

Adaptive Management Component
During the January 24, 2011 Subcommittee meeting, members discussed a proposal to test the effectiveness of higher densities in meeting plan objectives through the Adaptive Management Program (AMP).

Adaptive management is a process for evaluating results and making adjustments in managing a complex system to achieve defined objectives.  The program steps include monitoring, evaluation, reporting, and recommending plan amendments.  In tracking progress toward the General Plan goals, the AMP would provide:
· periodic snapshots of the city under the updated General Plan policies;
· identification of trends to evaluate the relevancy of objectives or effectiveness of policies; and

· recommendations to the City Council for General Plan amendments, when needed.

These products provide the City Council the ability to make mid-course corrections toward the agreed-upon goals of the Plan to maintain its currency and relevance.

The proposed AMP for the General Plan as a whole would be multi-faceted, covering topics from water resources, traffic congestion, and non-residential development.  In the context of residential development, and specifically the Average Unit Density program, the AMP could be applied to monitor the effectiveness of the stated objectives of reducing building heights, increasing rental/employer housing and encouraging more affordable market rate units.
Implementation would include defining quantifiable objectives to measure success, establishing appropriate measurement tools, setting timelines for review, and possible outcomes.  One suggestion is to identify a finite number of projects or units that could be built under the higher densities with a specific sunset date at which time the policies would be reviewed for effectiveness in meeting stated objectives.  Staff believes that such an approach is certainly feasible.
Other Remaining Issues 
Several individual Councilmembers have raised a number of issues on which the Council as a whole has had limited discussion and direction to Staff.  Staff suggests that further direction is needed on how to address various issues including the following:

Text Edits and Questions for Discussion

Over the last five months, Councilmembers Hotchkiss and Self have provided staff with several iterations of their detailed edits to the General Plan documents, as well as questions regarding policies that they would like addressed by the full Council.  Staff has endeavored to make as many edits as possible where issues were simply clarified or the tone of a particular passage softened.  In addition, a number of Councilmember Hotchkiss’ comments regarding Circulation policies were discussed and included in a straw vote acted on by the Council in early November.  Revised policy language was presented to Council based on straw votes and is attached to this report (Attachment 3).

Additional Research 

Two Council members have also suggested that staff conduct research into the effectiveness of Smart Growth planning principles, such as promoting compact development (higher densities), walkability, biking, and the use of transit. Staff has begun some research and can point the Council to several websites where communities share information on completed projects.  We believe each community is unique though, as of course is Santa Barbara.  What is considered appropriate and a success in one place may not be in another.  Staff is also somewhat unclear on what additional information is needed and how it will be helpful to the current Council discussion on the General Plan.

NEXT STEPS
Staff understands that Council has an interest in addressing certain areas of concern and moving forward towards adoption.  Council consideration of the Plan Santa Barbara update has been in process since the Council began considering the Planning Commission recommendation on October 26, 2010.  It has been suggested that adoption in the next few months could be our goal.  Given that adoption requires at least five affirmative votes, staff believes that discussion among the Council is critical such that any direction to staff on remaining issues reflects a super majority and, as much as possible, full Council agreement.

Staff offers the following questions to help gauge where Council is on key issues and determine an appropriate process time frame.

1) Is the Council now more comfortable with the majority of the PlanSB documents and ready to move forward with adoption?

2) Is density the primary issue, and if so, would a few adjustments such as the Adaptive Management Program sunset proposal, identifying overlay boundaries, and deferring unit size details to the ordinance level be sufficient?
3) If not, are there differences fundamental to the Sustainability Framework and General Plan Goals, such as it will require significant overhaul?

4) Are full and regular City Council meetings the appropriate forum for any on-going discussions?

If the Council believes one or two more sessions in March and April with the Subcommittee is appropriate to review a few issues, the issue could return to Council in May for summary direction and then in June with a draft Council resolution for adoption.  An alternative approach is to consider a couple of additional full Council worksessions to resolve outstanding issues.  
Following adoption, it is will be necessary to identify essential implementation priorities; staff anticipates that Council direction could be discussed in July.

BUDGET/FINANCIAL INFORMATION:

Budget expenditures for PlanSB have now been used in the last four years and an additional year for the work associated with the Upper State Street Study in 2006.  There is approximately $50,000 remaining that is budgeted for fiscal years 2012 and 2013 for implementation.
ATTACHMENTS:
1. Subcommittee Recommended Map

2. Average Unit Density Table Example

3. Revised Council Policy Language
PREPARED BY:
Bettie Weiss, City Planner/JEL
SUBMITTED BY:
Paul Casey, Assistant City Administer/Community Development Director
APPROVED BY:

City Administrator's Office
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